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The Groom dynasty implodes and  
a new chain emerges in the north 
 
By Rod Kirkpatrick, 
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 The demise of the Groom newspaper dynasty at the Toowoomba Chronicle in 1922 
was akin – albeit on a much smaller scale – to the end of the Fairfax dynasty at the Sydney 
Morning Herald in 1990 and the Bingham dynasty at the Courier-Journal and Louisville 
Times in Kentucky in 1987. Destruction came from within. And family members groomed for 
succession suddenly found their inheritance snatched from their grasp. Disbelief, anger and 
grief were natural responses for some. Their raison d’etre had vanished overnight. 
 For Henry Littleton Groom (1860-1926), the day that the Toowoomba Chronicle 
passed from the hands of the Groom family, after 46 years, into the hands of the Dunn family 
was the saddest of his life. The newspaper for which he had gradually become the managerial 
backbone in the 1880s and 1890s before formally becoming managing director in 1901 had 
slipped from the family’s grasp because of the deception of one family member. 
 William Henry Groom (1833-1901), politician and five-times mayor of Toowoomba, 
had bought an interest in the Chronicle in 1874 and became sole proprietor in 1876, ousting 
an unhappy founder, Darius Hunt, who had fallen on difficult financial times. W.H. Groom 
relinquished his sole proprietorship in 1900 when W.H. Groom & Sons Ltd was formed. He 
died on August 8, 1901, having served nearly 39 years as a local Member of Parliament, in 
the Queensland Parliament until 1900 and in the first Federal Parliament in 1901. 
 Three of Groom’s sons – Henry, Fred and William – ran the newspaper business after 
his death, and a fourth son, Littleton Ernest, won his parliamentary seat and served with 
distinction for 34 years, holding various portfolios, including that of attorney-general a 
number of times. He was knighted in 1924. 
In Toowoomba, Henry was in charge at the newspaper, but his horizons extended 
farther than the Downs. He was a member of the Queensland Legislative Council from 1906-
22 and was president of the Queensland Country Press Association from 1912-23. He 
continued his day-to-day administration of the Chronicle’s affairs, but his absences allowed 
an unhappy situation to develop. There was squabbling and bickering among the Groom 
brothers, sometimes openly. Once, two staff members broke up a fist fight at the office 
between two of the Groom brothers and sent one of them down to the hotel to cool off.  
Although it was W.H. Groom’s express wish that the family should not sell the 
Chronicle, William Groom, the newspaper’s accountant, disregarded that wish. William held 
power of attorney for other family shareholders and is said to have secretly arranged the sale 
of the newspaper in June 1922 to Andrew Dunn and family, who owned the Morning Bulletin, 
Rockhampton, the Maryborough Chronicle and the Warwick Daily News. Three months later 
the Dunns bought the other Toowoomba daily, the Darling Downs Gazette (established in 
1858) and amalgamated it with the Chronicle (1861) from October 1922. The two papers had 
competed for 61 years and as dailies for 16 years. 
The Dunns retained H.L. Groom’s services as business manager, but his heart was no 
longer in the Chronicle. He retired in 1925 and died a year later. Three of his children became 
journalists: George, Spencer and Dolly. It was, however, George – William Henry George 
Groom, 1900-84 – who lost most by the demise of the dynasty at the Chronicle. 
 George Groom had been doing all the right things to prepare to take up his 
inheritance. Opening himself to a wide range of newspaper experience, he had begun duties 
as a cadet journalist on January 1, 1918, at the Toowoomba Chronicle. Then he had stints on 
the Maryborough Chronicle, under Mick O’Donohoe, sen. (he was reporting council at Pialba 
when the Armistice was declared on November 11, 1918) and the Daily Mail, Brisbane, under 
editor William Farmer-Whyte.  
Once the Dunns had plucked the Groom family feathers, George took charge of his 
own destiny. He consolidated all the Longreach newspaper and printing interests in 
September 1922; the report of this action appeared in the first amalgamated issue of the 
Toowoomba Chronicle and Darling Downs Gazette on October 2, 1922.  
Groom managed the Longreach Leader (formerly the News) before moving to 
Melbourne in May 1923 to join the Herald, under Keith Murdoch. The Herald was battling an 
afternoon newspaper, the Evening Sun, launched by Hugh Denison as the second arm of his 
assault on the Melbourne market. The owner of the Sydney Sun, Denison had launched the 
Sun News-Pictorial on September 11, 1922. 
 At Bundaberg in 1926 Groom worked “bloody long hours” to established the Daily 
Times. The newspaper was launched on August 16 that year by a syndicate of businessmen 
who were disgruntled with the increase in advertising rates announced by the newly, the 
Bundaberg Daily News and Mail – which resulted from the amalgamation on 12 August 1925 
of two old titles. By October 27, 1926, Groom had resigned as managing editor of the Daily 
Times because of ill health. To recuperate he took a trip to Fiji as secretary to a mission of 
commercial men. 
 In March 1927 he took up an appointment as executive secretary to Keith Murdoch, 
managing director of the Herald and Weekly Times Ltd, Melbourne. He found Murdoch “a 
tremendous man to work with” but Groom could not stand the Melbourne climate. On August 
28, 1928 Groom’s widowed mother bought the Johnstone River Advocate and Innisfail News 
and the Northern Sportsman newspapers from the estate of Patrick James Leahy.  
Leahy, an entrepreneur and, later, politician, had built up a chain of small newspapers 
from unlikely beginnings at Thargomindah. He started the Thargomindah Herald and 
Cooper’s Creek Advertiser on August 23, 1884 and represented Warrego as MLA from 1902-
08 and sat in Legislative Council from 1912 until its abolition in 1922. He died on October 
13, 1927, and the executors of his estate gradually sold the newspaper properties at 
Longreach, Beaudesert, Cunnamulla, Crow’s Nest, Innisfail, Mitchell, Pittsworth, Esk, 
Clifton and Charleville.  
At Innisfail, George Groom took charge of the Advocate – which had begun on 
December 6, 1906 – assisted by William Alexander Donald as printer. Groom immediately 
shut down the Northern Sportsman, which had been lost £750 since it was established on 
September 24, 1927. He upgraded the plant, buying the first perfection delivery Wharfedale 
printing press in north Queensland, and made the Advocate a bi-weekly from January 1, 1929. 
 Groom used the Innisfail paper as the foundation for a small newspaper chain, which 
he developed in the 1930s in the far north. It included the Tableland Examiner, into which 
Groom incorporated the Barron Valley Advocate and Atherton News on July 1, 1931, and the 
Sunday Australian, which Groom launched in Cairns on February 26, 1939 and published 
until April 4, 1952. He printed it on pink paper. High costs killed it. 
Within 18 months of his arrival in Innisfail, Groom had brother, Spencer David, and 
his sister, Marion Flora (always known as Dolly), working with him in the newspaper 
business. Spencer, who had also served a cadetship at the Toowoomba Chronicle before 
joining the Melbourne Herald, worked with George for much of the time until both retired in 
1978. Dolly, who had made her debut at Government House, Brisbane, and had entered the 
social round, visited Innisfail for a three-month holiday in 1930 and stayed for some years to 
report social news and gradually to become Advocate’s the office manager.  
 Groom was fascinated by the number of newspapers that had emerged in Innisfail, 
formerly Geraldton. He wrote in 1939: “Within the 57 years encompassing the history that is 
Innisfail, 13 newspapers have had birth and being in that centre. But only the Johnstone River 
Advocate has survived the ordeal of time and competition, never having missed an edition – 
despite sustaining damage from fire, flood and cyclone – throughout the 33 years during 
which it has mirrored the life and progress of Innisfail.” Apart from the Advocate, Groom 
listed the Geraldton Independent, Free Press, Geraldton Advocate, Geraldton World, Mirror 
(launched by the People’s Political Association, the forerunner of the Labor movement), the 
new Geraldton World, another Geraldton Advocate, Geraldton Sentinel, two Democrats, 
Northern Sportsman and Northern Leader. Other sources have listed titles such as the 
Geraldton Courier (1885), Geraldton Free Lance (1891), Geraldton Chronicle (1891), and 
Geraldton News (1901) 
National recognition came to Groom and the Johnstone River Advocate in 1932 when 
Japanese Sampans seeking pearl shell were visiting waters off Australia. One of these craft – 
more ambitious than its fellows – penetrated as far south as Dunk Island. While politicians 
and bureaucrats were talking about what should be done, Groom organised an aerial search 
over the Barrier Reef waters. But no trace of the reported visitor could be found. Groom then 
hired a speedboat and four people set out on it: “a pilot experienced in Great Barrier Reef 
navigation, a Japanese who had been born at Thursday Island and knew the language of his 
parents, the owner of the boat and the representative of the newspaper”. The long search 
succeeded, and the resultant report became an Australia-wide sensation, Groom said. 
 “Officialdom, however, not to be outdone, threatened prosecution, because the crew 
of the Johnstone River Advocate’s speedboat had boarded an overseas vessel and returned to 
Australia without undergoing quarantine examination,” Groom wrote in the Advocate. “But it 
was found that the greatest problem in a prosecution would be to prove by evidence that the 
speedboat’s crew had committed such an offence – and the threatened dire consequences of 
an enterprise performed in the interests of obtaining public information vanished.” 
Groom was an exemplary citizen in his community and the newspaper world. In 1935 
he was one of five Australian delegates to the Imperial Press Conference held in South Africa. 
He served two terms as president of the Federated Chambers of Commerce of Far North 
Queensland and two as president of the Queensland body. 
In 1940 Groom made the Advocate a daily, calling it the Evening Advocate. For years 
he thought it was the smallest-circulation daily in Australia (although it probably competed 
for this title with the Cootamundra Herald, NSW, which appeared daily from July 1946 to 
November 1964 – they both sold little more than 1,500 copies a day for much of the 1950s).  
The Advocate ceased daily issue with a bang, not a whimper. Groom protested 
effusively in print, and brought pressure to bear on the Federal Government, when a 1,000 per 
cent increase in the newspaper’s charges for receiving telex news from within Australia and 
overseas resulted from the abolition of postal and telecommunications concessions to 
newspapers.  
Groom announced plans to close the Advocate after the issue of September 28, 1973, 
but was persuaded to continue publication as a tri-weekly, minus news received by telex. The 
bill would have risen from $1,040 a year to $12,480. He could have run sixteen lines of type 
if he had limited his telegraph expenditure to the $20 a week he had been paying.  
Groom reflected: “The major factor that emerged from the Evening Advocate’s lone 
fight against the Federal Budget’s imposition of an increase approximating 1000 per cent in 
the charges for its news telegrams was the utter powerlessness of a small individual or a small 
business as against the centralised power of the Australian Government at Canberra.” 
The Evening Advocate struck legal difficulties at the end of 1974 and foreshadowed 
that it might have to appear under a different title in 1975. From February 5, 1975, it appeared 
as the Innisfail Chronicle. George Groom was printer and publisher of the Chronicle and the 
employees were former Advocate staff. The Chronicle title continued until October 31, 1975. 
 An opposition paper, the Innisfail Star, was launched by V.F. Kilgallon, an ex-Fleet 
Street journalist, on November 5, 1975, and on November 12 came the restoration of the title 
of the Evening Advocate. Deigning explanation, Groom wrote: “The requirement which 
brought the Innisfail Chronicle into being now no longer exists and so passes that phase of the 
history of Innisfail Newspaperdom.”  
 Groom announced the sale of the Evening Advocate in January 1978 to a syndicate of 
four Innisfail business and professional men who formed the Innisfail Advocate Pty Ltd, 
under the chairmanship of Charlie Camuglia. It published the Advocate from 8 February 
1978. 
 Groom never lost a sense of the public responsibilities of a journalist and of the part 
that newspapers had played in the development of north Queensland, as I found when I 
interviewed him at his Innisfail home in July 1981. He gave me copies of articles he had 
written about the history of north Queensland’s press and told me no one was looking forward 
to seeing the completion of my project – to write a history of the Queensland provincial press 
– more than he was.  
Sadly, George Groom died in a Cairns nursing home on July 1, 1984, less than three 
months before Sworn to No Master was published. He had never married. Max Tomlinson, 
then the Advocate’s managing editor and now the general manager of the North Queensland 
Newspaper Company Ltd, said Groom’s ashes would be housed in a monument to be erected 
at the Advocate printery on the Bruce Highway. This plan was scrapped when North 
Queensland Newspapers closed the printery and shifted printing of the Advocate to Cairns. He 
announced plans to conduct an annual George Groom Memorial Essay Competition for 
Innisfail school students. 
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